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From the President

A journey from pupil to researcher.

In these MA News pieces, | want to avoid just duplicating the
sorts of things I write in Mathematics in School or in the
Presidential blogposts. It was suggested to me that people might be
curious to know a bit about my background. 1 generally avoid
writing about myself, and much prefer to focus on mathematics
and teaching and learning. But I'm going to make an exception
here. However, personally, I tend to skip pieces like this, and, if
you're the same, then please feel free to do so!

I grew up in Coventry in the 1970s-80s, and, from a
very young age, I thought about being a teacher —
although not necessarily a mathematics teacher. I always
loved school, and thought that the teachers were
amazing, and I liked learning about everything. I did
very well at school and was a highly academic kind of
child. My parents valued education, although they
hadn’t had lots of opportunities themselves. My father
had left school at 14, as you could in those days, and so
had never done any examinations. And no one in my
wider family had done O-levels, let alone A-levels or
gone to university. My mother was a stay-at-home
mother, and throughout my childhood my father
moved from job to job, interspersed with periods of
unemployment, often as a result of redundancy when
companies went bust. He began as a milkman with the
Co-op, and eventually ended up in security work as a
factory nightwatchman. So, when I did well at school
and showed interest in teaching, this was seen as a very
good thing. Teaching was viewed as a ‘safe job™ a job
for life’, with strong unions, good pay, a good pension
and, of course, as everyone knows, excellent holidays!

I enjoyed all subjects at school — particularly
mathematics and science, but also reading and writing
stories. At the primary school I went to, knowing your
tables early and being fast at mental calculation got you
a long way, and so I was treated as a ‘maths genius’,
although the bar was very low and I really knew very
little about mathematics. I don’t recall any mathematics
at primary school other than pages of ‘sums’, but I was
content at the time to complete book after book of
these. I was never bored in school, because I was always

very interested in
other children’s
thinking, and how
teachers went about
their job. Even if 1
knew the things that
were being taught, I
interested myself in
the pedagogy, and it
was always obvious
to me that there was
much more to
teaching something
than merely knowing that thing.

For secondary school, I went to a large comprehensive,
which I also loved. I did extra-curricular activities in
every lunchtime and after-school slot, and, in those
days, schools were far more relaxed about missing
lessons. In the run-up to a school play or concert, I
would seemingly miss weeks of lessons across all
subjects in order to be involved, and no one minded.

I took advantage of free, weekly instrument lessons — 1
wanted to learn the violin, but my school had no spare
violins to lend out, but they had a spare viola, so I
learned that instead.

(Continued on page 3)
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From the President (conti nued fr om page 1)

Thisturnedout to begood, because ordedrasare
adwaysshort of violas, and so | soonmareged to gt
into theexcdlentCoventry Youth Orchesra, despite
not beiry very advanced. | dso sudiedat the Coventry
Centre fa the Pefiorming Arts everySaturday for 7
years, and did GCSE and A-level music through that.
Therewas anomird charge for this, but it was
somethirg like £1 @ term,which was no barrier. At
that time, Lod Education Autharities vere srongand
heavily subsdised thinglike musc.

At this age, sciernce and mathernetics weremy man
interests, and | worked ny way throughalarge umber
of books from the schooénd dty pubic libraries.
There ves nointernetshopping inthose days, and |
didnOt ki aboutthings like Qniversity bodkshopsOso
| didnGtomeacrossthe kinds bbooks that wold have
been mast helpful. Maw of the bods| did find vere
quite out 6 date,so | became sed tocdculating with
values like 32 ft/s2. My hobbés were soldering
electronic drcuits togetler and doig chemistry
experiments. | maraged to obtan chemicds from
chemical suppliers thatwould today nodoubt idemify
measachild to beconcernedabout: comentraed
nitric, sulfuric and hydrochloricacids, mecury(ll) oxice
and sodiumand potasum metsin ol. | was very
careful with my practica expermentsin the kitchen
and rever hadany seriog accidents, dthoughl
rememier my mother once asking my science teecher at
aparensCevening whether thiswas dl OK. | will dways
begrateful to hinthat heapparently refied to her,
ODonOtasry Bheknowswha he©doirgQ | canOt
imagine any teecher today feding able to gve
resssurance like tret!

In scierce and methematicsl learned thing by nysdlf
some time bfore they were taght in schod, and |
think thatredly contribued to myinteres in teaching |
watched carefully fow teachers would explain things,
and | begn to noticewha they included oomitted,
how they sequenced thirgs and haw they dedt with
quesions and difficulties. | admired the tachers grestly,
espeidly as studensO ehaviour wes oftenchalerging,
and senor teecherswould have to besent fa to cone
and drag outfighting sudenswith bloodrunnirng down
theirfaces.

Thinking kack, | sugpect it must hawe been astudent
teacher (dthoughl wasnOaware ofthis at the time) who
goperedwhen | wasin my first year atsecondary
schod (age 11-12),and took outsuppasedy the OtopO
three sudensfrom each d the twotop mathematics
sets for @traction mattsOThe six of swentwith this
teacher once aweek to asmdl classoom, wherewedid

OinestigationsOand this was an approah to
mathematcs thatl had never experienced kefore. |
rememler expgoringPascd® triande, Fibonecci
seqgences and finding tle number & squares adiagordl
pasesthrough inenn! mrecenge. We werelargely
left to get on with thee tasks, and | continwed working
on them gtersively & home, and wrote them up n lots
of detal for my awvn interet. In these lesons, we
watched theMI10DMatharetia Invetigaitnsseries on
BBC TV, which | have since dscoveredwas devised by
the Ikes of Professordohn Mason and Professor
Barbara dworks Bpeope | am nav privileged to munt
asfriendsand mlleagues. So, | viss influerced Ly their
thinking al theway beck when | was a schod.

The other way thet John Mason hed an influerce on me
back thenwas through tle OpenUniversity TV
progammes, which | discovered ly chence oneday at
home Once | had found these, | used to gt up exly
and stay up kte towatch the nmathemnetics and science
onesMany of these courses wereintended for peqle
without formd gudifications, and so they were nuch
more accesible than thg mightsound.But they went
up to uniersty-level contentand were leautifully
produced, with great plastic modds and animations. |
must hawe spent hundreslof hours waching these, and
| first ercountered los of the big i@as in mathematics
there.

Aroundthat time thescience books thatl was reading
involved cdculus, butl didnOt kivowhat calculus was,
50 | coddnOt undgandthose parts. | coded out he
integral sigrfrom one ofthese boakonto a fece of
paperand took it into ask my plysics teacher what it
was. Slesaid, Orhat®@ caculus Dyoud learn it a A-
levelQ and ths was redly hdpful, beause tren | knew
what kind d bookl| needed to find. Therewas of
course nointernetthen) In the pubk library, 1 founda
bookcdled TedeYaurgf Cdclus and, according b the
preface, the perequaitesfor this were Teac aurself
Algdraand TedeYaursf Trignorety. Sq | worked
throughTYA and TYT, doirg dl theexerdses, ad
then, firdly, TYC. And,once | had compéted ha, |
coud prety mwch mée sense of dthescierce bods
thatl wanted toread. | particularly enjoyed the Fenmen
Lectwsan Aydcs butl found thee really hard going,
and even nav therédlots in theml donOt undgand.

My school did®offer FurtherMathenetics a A-leve,
and, even thoughl had comgeted dl the neterid from
the textbooks, the tead of matrematics didnCfied that
he a anyone in hé depammert was compéentto help
mewith it,

(antnued onext pgp




From the President (conti nued fr om page 3)

or check whether| was doing it right, and so hedidnOt
want me to rek not getting an A (the top gade then) in
it. (Therewas no Furhe Matheretics Goprt Prayamnein
those days) So, | didn@dke it, which seemed relly bad
a the tire, and | remenber béngvery dsgppointel
about t, but it didnOttidly matter in thend. | dso
didnOt ki aboutthe Methentics Chalerges and
Olympids, so | never did thee.

My teacherswere hgedy suppative. None of them &d
known anyorewho hed gone to Oxfad or Gambridge,
but one ofthe sa@nce teechers suggeged thet | should
apply. | chose ta&tudyscierce, ratherthan mahermetics,
because | (very resvely) thought that coud dways
learn mathematic®n my own, inthe libray, kel had
been doirg, wheressto learn scierce properly you
neededlabs to do eperimentsin. S, scierce semed to
méeke letter e of gangoff to a urversty. |
discovered tlat at Cambridge youcould doNatura
Sciences, ad 0 | didnOtdve to choe just onescierce
subject, and that mad me chooseCambridge over
Oxford. Peop didnOwaste morey going to opendays
in those ctys, ad | had never vatedether aty Bbut
whywould| nead to? Of course | woud go there ifthey
would reve mel To my family, Cambridge semed ike a
world avay Bneither d my @rents has ever héd a

week, wheres doing alab-based PhD yowverein the
lab al day long day afterday. Under those conditions,
the solvents dried out my &nds, and they crackedand
bled, and, despite ryingevery kind of gloesand aeam
| codd find, nothing Hped. So thswas part of my
reason for moving towards matrematcs.

| had dready decided todo aPGCE. Onre of the
highlights of my PhD was supervéing undergraduates in
pairs or threes, in 6@ninute QiperviionsO, are aweek
(the O@nbridge sgtemO).did far mee of thee then
most PhD studens do,and | ended upsupervang for 9
differentcolleges. | would supervse dl of thechemistry
moduksin Year 1,and the @rganic chenistryCbnes in
Years 2 and aboy At my pesk, whiewriting yp my
PhD, | was doing more than 20supervaons aweek,
and | learnedalot from thisintersive experence.
Unlike with lecturing,with oneto-one tuteing youget
immedate feedback if your exganations are notmaking
sense orfistuderts canOt dthe probéms, o thereis
nowhere to hid, and thswas agrest experience forme
And | earnedenough noney to buyacar! | dso got the
oppatunity towrite, administer and rark mock
examinations and doexamination inviilation. | dso
used to dodboratay @emorstratingOwhich ment
teaching groups of undergeduates everyweek as they

passport or left the UK:foreign holidays were far @oshOdid theirpractical workin the b for a dy o halfday

peope!

At university, | wes entitled to a full gant, whch
coveredeverythirg. In fact, | had never ben so rich, as
cdlege food andaccommodation were degp, and |
coud even sendome noney home to my @rens. | did
as much nathenetics asit is possble to do ina Naturd
Sciences degm which is more then isin meny
mathematcs degreesand as muchas atheoretid
physiciswould do. Inidly, | had an idea of trying to
keep upwith the peode doing matrematcs degrees, by
arangng fa them to get maspare cqy of the écture
notes and poblemsheets. But thisturned ot to be
much too lard, & evenin theirfirst term they were
doing topics |Od ever heard of. But | oftenwent to
lectures that werenOtaot of my coursesPwhich was
dlowedbas| just foundeverythingso intereting.

| eventwdly specidisedin chemistry, and afteiwards
went on to daPhD. At that time if yougot a frst you
were lasicaly offereda PhD place, and it was just a
matter ¢ deciding who you wanted to lave as your
supervsor. | loved research, and assumed tlat | would
probaby continte as an academic in chemistry, but my
hand dissgreedand didnOt like being ahemicas all
day in awet Eb. Althouch 1Od dampractica work as an
undergaduate, thet was just for a fav afternoorsa

a a timel erjoyeddl of thisalot,and so | initidly
considered dograscience PGCE, but eentidly
switched it to matlematcs

Sirce compkting my PGCE in secondary mathentics,
| Og rensined focused o mathematics education,
dthoughl Og occasiondly taught bits of scierce and
othersubjects in schods. After 12years of teeching
mathematcs in schods, | mowed into academaand
have workedat the Universty of Nottingham,
Universty of Leicester and, nw, Loughboough
University. So that&how | got to where | am now And
well done 1 youmade it d the way throughreading all
of thidl
Colin Faoster
MA President 202223

p.s Colinisddiveringanumber & MA events during
his year as Presdent. Examples incluet

Sat 9July, AMT/ MA meeting, UCL Institute of
Education, London.
Title: There areno boring mathematics topics!

Tuesday 11 October 400pm - 5:3(gbm, MA wehinar
Title: Butterfly effectswhen designing and
adapting tasks.
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